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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Although it is unreasonable to expect universal participation in any voluntary
social welfare program, there is considerable interest in knowing the extent of
participation by members of its target population: those eligible for the program.
This ratio of participants to eligibles, or participation rate, has become one of the
criteria most commonly used in evaluating the performance of social welfare
programs.

This report reviews the literature on the estimated rates of participation in the
Food Stamp Program (FSP), the only public assistance program without categorical
restrictions that is available to low-income households. The estimated rates reported
in the literature vary substantially--from 24 percent to 80 percent--depending on the
measure, data source, and methodology employed. To offer insight into how to
interpret these disparities, this review critically evaluates how the estimated rates
differ, why they differ, and how they have changed over time. Now is an ap-
propriate time to undertake such a review because a new data set, the Survey of
Income and Program Participation (SIPP), contains more. and more detailed,
information necessary to estimate with precision the number of FSP eligibles than
any of the data sets previously employed.

The FSP participation rate is a ratio with the numerator being the number of
persons or households participating in the program (or the actual benefits paid to
participants), and the denominator being the number of persons or households
eligible for the program (or the total benefits payable if all eligible households
participated).

Estimating the participation rate is not a straightforward task, however, and the
rates reported in the literature vary considerably depending on the question ad-
dressed by the researcher and the data sources and methodology used. Estimates of
FSP participation rates will obviously vary depending on the particular measure--the
individual, household, or benefit rate--employed in the analysis. But even when the
same measure is employed, different studies have arrived at different estimates for
three m_in reasons:

· the inability to directly measure eligibles:

· lack of sufficient data to (indirectly) estimate the number of

eligibles; and

· differences among the data sources used to measure the number of

participants.

Participation rate estimates will also vary depending on the particular popula-
tion examined (for example, elderly households or households headed by a single
woman), and may also vary over time because of changes in program rules or the
economy. But the data and methodological problems remain regardless of which
population or time period is the subject of the research.
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The major barrier to measuring the participation rate has been the lack of
sufficient information to estimate with precision the number of persons or households
eligible for the program. In particular, researchers have had to rely on household
survey data that do not contain all the income, asset, expense, and household
composition information that is needed to replicate the FSP eligibility determination
process. As a result, researchers have either ignored some of the eligibility rules or
used a variety of approaches to estimate the inadequate or missing information.

This report reviews the estimates of individual, household, and benefit rates of
participation among the total FSP-eligible population. It focuses on the data and
methodological issues causing the rates to vary and offers some guidance for those
attempting to interpret the diverse rates. The major conclusions of this review are:

· Recently available monthly SIPP data allow a more precise
estimate of eligibility than other data sources. The monthly
income, expense, asset, and household composition data available in
SIPP provide information on most of the criteria applied in
determining eligibility. Nevertheless, the SIPP data are not a
perfect source for estimating the number of eligibles because
discrepancies remain between the actual FSP eligibility criteria and
the SIPP data.

· FSP administrative counts of participants provide a more accurate
measure of participants than household survey data. Household
survey data have been shown to substantially underreport food
stamp recipiency, thus underestimating the participation rate.

· The most accurate estimates of participation rates to date are

based on FSP administrative data for the count of participants and
on 1984 SIPP data for estimating the number of eligibles. These
estimated rates are 66 percent for individuals, 58 percent to 60
percent for households, and 80 percent for benefits (Doyle and
Beebout, 1988: P.oss, 1988).

· Among studies using the same data source and general methodol-

ogy for estimating participation rates, estimates for individuals are
higher than estimates for households, and the benefit rate estimate
(only one estimate is available) is higher than either the individual
or the household rate estimate. These results suggest that the FSP
is reaching larger households to a greater extent than smaller
households, and the neediest households to a greater extent than
other eligible households.

· The most consistent data available on participation rates over time

indicate that the rates increased between 1978 and 1981, dropped
off somewhat in 1982, and then remained relatively constant from

1982 to 1988. The most likely reason for the surge in participa-
tion rates between 1978 and 1981 is the significant increase in the
number of participants relative to the number of eligibles after the
elimination of the purchase requirement (EPR) under the Food
Stamp Act of 1977. Changes in legislation and economic
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conditions also affect the number of eligibles and participants, but
it is difficult to measure their individual effects.
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i. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the Food Stamp Program (FSP) is to enable !ow-income

households to achieve and maintain a nutritious diet. The U.S. Congress has

defined the target population--the group of people the program is designed to assist--

through legislated eligibility requirements. Generally, the target population includes

any person, or group of persons living together and sharing food purchases and

preparation, whose income and assets in a given month fall below specified limits.

The size of the target population varies with changes in the program eligibility

requirements, economic conditions, and demographic characteristics of the population.

Target households actuail) receive food stamps, however, only if they apply for

the benefits and are certified eligible. Although Congress, policymakers, and others

ma? not expect universal participation in the program, they often want to know what

proportion of the target population does apply for and receive food stamps. Indeed,

in recent years the program participation rate (the ratio of participants to eligibles)

has become one of the most commonly used criteria in evaluating the performance

of social programs. _ In particular, the participation rate is the primary measure of

the extent to which the target population is being served.

But estimating the participation rate is not a straightforward task. and rates

vary considerably across studies, depending on the question addressed by the resear-

cher and the data sources and methodology used. in particular, the differences

among the rates can largely be attributed to whether household survey or administra-

tive data are used to measure the number of participants for the numerator of the

participation ratio. Studies using household survey data generally produce lower

_Other criteria used in evaluating the FSP have more to do with issues of
program administration, such as operational efficiency, equity of treatment, adequacy
of benefits, and benefits issued in error.
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participation rates than those using administrative data because of the known under-

reporting of food stamp recipiency in household surveys. Limitations in the data

sources used to estimate the number of eligibles for the denominator, and the extent

to which adjustments are made to account for the limitations, are further sources of

variation in the rates?

This paper reviews the literature that estimates rates of participation in the

Food Stamp Program, offering those interested in the topic a critical evaluation of

why the rates differ, how they' differ, and how they have changed over timefi This

is an appropriate time for undertaking a critical review of the relevant literature on

participation rates because a new data set--the Survey of income and Program

Participation (SIPP)--contains more, and more detailed, information on the household

characteristics FSP administrators must consider when making actual eligibility

determinations than do any, of the data sets previously employed.

The remainder of this report is organized as follows. Section il provides an

overview of the wide diversity in the participation rates estimated and discusses the

major reasons why the rates vary. It also discusses the three measures of participa-

tion--the individual, household, and benefit rates--and their usefulness in policy

discussions and then examines evidence on trends in FSP participation. Each of the

studies presented in section Il is discussed in Appendix A. Section Il! examines in

more detail the underlying methodological reasons for the diversity in the estimated

participation rates, and section IV summarizes and concludes the report.

2participation rates also vary depending on the population or subgroup being
examined, such as elderly households or households headed by a woman. Varia-
tions among different subgroups are not discussed in this study, however, because
they are covered by two other studies in this series (Doyle and Beebout, 1988, and
Allin and Beebout, forthcoming). The data and methodological issues are the same
regardless of the population examined.

3This paper does not examine the literature on why FSP eligibles do or do
not participate in the program. The Al!in and Beebout (forthcoming) paper in this
series addresses that question in its review of the literature on FSP participation
behavior.
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II. AN OVERVIEW OF FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPATION
RATES AND WHY THEY VARY

This section provides a nontechnical overview' of previous research that es-

timates rates of FSP participation, with particular emphasis on explaining _hat the

different rates are and the main reasons why they vary. More specifically, this

overview will, first, define the three different participation measures employed and

explain how each can be of use when evaluating the FSP; second, explain why the

estimates of the rates vary; and third, summarize the evidence on FSP participation

rates and variations in the rates over time.

A. THREE MEASURES OF PARTICIPATION AND THEIR USEFULNESS IN
POLICY DISCUSSIONS

In attempting to evaluate the extent to which the FSP is serving its target -

population, researchers have of necessity developed three different measures of -

program participation. As Doyle and Beebout (1988) have noted, "no single meas-

ure of participation can adequately answer all the questions persons interested in the

program haxe about participation in the Food Stamp Program." Each of the three

participation rates appearing in the literature--the individual rate, the household rate,

and the benefit rate--is more or less powerful than the other two in answering a

given polic_ question.

As noted above, a p?ogram participation rate, defined in the simplest terms, is

a ratio of the number of program participants to the number of program eligibles--

both participating and nonparticipating. The literature contains three variants of this

definition.

· Tile individual participation rate is a ratio with the numerator
being the number of persons in participating households and the
denominator being the number of persons in eligible households.
The individual rate can be more useful than the household rate in

examining the number of persons who benefit from the program
and the participation of particular subgroups of the target popula-
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tion. Policymakers and others may wish to know, for instance,
what percentage of school-age children in eligible households
benefit from food stamps. Here, the individual rate is the more
appropriate measure because the household rate would indicate the
percentage of eligible households with school-age children that
receive food stamps--a less precise answer to the question.

· The household participation 1r_1;¢is a ratio with the numerator

being the number of participating households and the denominator
being the number of eligible households. The household rate is
most commonly used in studies about participation behavior--studies
focused on a model of the household as the decision-making unit.
Estimates of the household rate are generally lower than estimates
of the individual rate, indicating that eligible large households tend
to participate in the FSP more than eligible small households.

· The benefit rate is a ratio with the numerator being the amount

of benefits issued and the denominator being the amount of
benefits that would have been issued had all eligibles participated
in the program. !f the benefit rate estimates are much higher
than the individual or household rate estimates, we can conclude
that those eligible for higher benefits (the neediest economically)
are participating at higher rates than those eligible for lower
benefits (those with lesser need).

Thus, of all three rates, the benefit rate may be the best overall measure of

how well the FSP is meeting the target population's need for assistance (although

this measure has not been used extensively in the literature). The individual rate is

often the most appropriate one to use in investigating the participation of particular

subgroups of the target population. Most analyses of FSP participation behavior,

however, have employed the household rate. the measure that corresponds with the

unit that applies for and receives food stamps.

B. WHY ESTIMATES OF FSP PARTICIPATION VARY

Estimates of FSP participation rates will obviously vary depending on the

particular measure--the individual, household, or benefit rate--employed in the

analysis. But even when the same measure is employed, different studies have

arriYed at different estimates, for three main reasons:

· the inability to directly measure eligibles:



· limitations in the household survey data used to estimate eligibles
and differences among the methodologies used to adjust for thc
limitations; and

· differences among the data sources used to measure the number of

participants (administrative data, offering actual counts of par-
ticipants, provide more accurate measures than survey data).

Participation rate estimates will also vary depending on the particular population

examined (for example, elderly households or households headed by a single-woman),

and they may also vary over time because of changes in program rules or in the

economy,.

The confidence that can be placed in any particular estimate should depend

on the extent to which the estimates of the number of participants and eligibles

represent (or are adjusted to represent) the actual participating and eligible FSP

populations. The data and methodological issues that cause problems in estimating

participation rates are discussed in detail in section Ill.

C. ESTIMATES OF FSP PARTICIPATION RATES

As explained in the previous section, estimates of FSP participation rates will

vary depending on the measure, data sources, and methodologies employed in the

analysis. Table 1 provides an overview of many of the estimates from the literature

on individual, household, and benefit rates. The table categorizes the results by the

type of data source used in estimating the number of participants: those in panel A

are based on household survey data for the number of participants: those in panel B

are based on administrative data for the number of participants. (The results in

both panels are based on household survey data for estimating the number of

eligibles.) This categorization reflects the most important difference among the

studies--and the resulting rates--namely, the fact that reliance on household survey



tABLE1

An Overview of IndiVidual, Household, and Benefit
Rates of FSPParticipation, Estimated Using Different

Data Sources and Approaches

Data Source/ Individual Household Benefit
Studies (Date) Reference Year(s) Rate Rate Rate

A. Estimates Ustnq Household Survey Data For Participants

West (1984) CESD'; 1973-74 24_
Coe (1979a) PSIOb;1976 41_
Coe (1983b) PSIDb;1979 46_
Brown(1988a) CESC: 1984-85 28%
U.S. GAO (1988a) PSIDb;1986 44%
Czajka(1981) Isopd;1979 28%-31_
BickelandMacDonald(1981) ISOPd;1979 47%
Ross (1988) SIPP'; 1984 51_ 41_

B. Estimates Based on Administrative Oata for Participants

MacDonald(1975) OecenialCensus;1974 38_
Beebout(1981) SIE',CPS°;1979,1981 61_-69_
Czajka(1981) ISDpd; 1979 56%
Doyle& Beebout(1988) SIPP';1984 66_ 60% 80%
Ross (1988) SIPP';1984 66_ 58_

NOTES: See Table2, sectionIII, andAppendixA formore informationon themethodologiesused in these
studies. See AppendixB for descriptionsof the datasources.Thestudiesineachpanelare
listedin the sameorderas theyarediscussedin AppendixA: sequentialorderby referenceyear
(afterfirstbeingdividedintothoseusingannualdataandthoseusingmonthlydatafor estimating
the numberof eligibles(notshownhere)).

'ConsumerExpenditureSurvey,DiaryPortion.
bMichiganPanelStudyof IncomeOynamics.
CConsumerExpenditureSurvey.
d1979IncomeSurveyDevelopmentProgramResearchTestPanel.
'Surveyof Incomeand ProgramParticipation.
fSurvey of Income and Education.
aMarch Current Population Survey.



data for the number of participants results in an underestimate of program par-

ticipants (and, generally, an underestimate of the participation rate). Within each

panel of Table I, the remaining differences in the rates are mainly attributable to

other limitations of the data sources and differences among the methodologies used

in estimating eligibles. Specific limitations associated with each study are summa-

rized in Table 2 and discussed in detail in section !11 and Appendix A. It is

important to note that the various estimates for each rate are not directly com-

parable; they are presented together only to highlight their relative differences.

The estimates of participation rates shown in Table 1 indeed vary substantially,

with a range in household rates for example, of 24 percent (West, 1984) to 60

percent (Doyle and Beebout. 1988). Despite the many reasons for the variations,

several general conclusions can be drawn from the relative differences among the

estimates in the table,

in particular, the rates among individuals (ranging from 38 percent to 69

percent) are generally higher than the household rates (24 percent to 60 percent);

and the benefit rate (80 percent) is higher than either the individual or the house-

hold rate. In addition, as mentioned previously, the estimates based on administra-

tive data for the number of participants (ranging from 58 percent to 60 percent for

households) are generally higher than the estimates based on survey data for the

number of participants (ranging from ,.24 percent to 47 percent for households).

Although the table makes these patterns seem obvious, its simplifications mask

the reasons for particular variations. For example, the individual rate estimates may

be higher than the household rate estimates because the former are concentrated

among those studies using administrative data for the number of participants--data

not subject to underreporting bias. On the other hand, the estimates based on

administrative data may' be higher than those based on household survey' data



T_aE 2

ittlmtes of FSPParticipation Rotes by the Quality of the Ioformtlon Used

/os'ennui1on Needed
to Estlm, t.e Pm.tlcIpants !mfm.ltton I_ to isttmte illglblee

Pm.tlcllmtlm Rites ffonthly Identifiable Honthly Contempm.aneeus]ncaa
Date Sum.cai Individual Household 9efi&flt COuntof Food Stamp Gross Countable Couoteble end Household

Studies (Date_ Reference Year(s) Rate Rote Rote Pm.ttctpasts Unit Income Oeducttons Assets Cemposltton Infatuation a

A. Estimates bsed ou,.llousebul_Survey Data for Participants

West (1994) CESD;I973-74 24% . 0 O

Cee (1979e) PSID; 1976 41% 0 o 0 0

Con (1963b) PSID: 1979 4_ 0 0 0 0

Braun (19Mo) CES.19M-85 21_ 0 0

U.S, Gq0 (ISle) PSID; I�M 444 - O 0 0 0

CzuJka (IN!) ISOP: 1979 2f_-31q_ 0 + + 4* 4*

Btckel A HecDaneld

(1981) ISCP; 1979 47_ 0 0 + 4* + 4'

Ross (19iJa) SIPP. 1904 51% 41% O + + 4* +

8. Estlmtes Dased on Adalotst_lve Dote for Pm.ttctF4ots
Go

HocIMeld (1971) Daconlul Census:1974 38_ 4* - 0 0 0 0

Imbont (lgOl) alE, CPS:1979, IM! 61%-69_ + - 0 0 0 0

CzoJh (1981) ISIX)I 1979 S6_ 4- 0 4* 4' 4' 4'

Dayla amdb_out

(1988) SIPP_!gll4 66fk 60_ I_, 4- O 4- 4* O 4*

Ross (1966) SIPP_1984 66_ 58_ 4' 0 4* 4* 4* 4'

Keys

- Poolr! Thts tnformtton ts not tncleded In the date end la not Ntlmated la the e_ilysts.

0 Deeds This !ofoTmtton ts not Included 1# the data but ts estimated tn the analysis.

4* Excellent: This Informtton Is tncludad Jo the dat& and Is used 1# the &ulysls.

elncom and household cemponltton Infuriation ekonld be available for the samereference period tn order to accurately datemt_ need (see section lit for · further 4mplonetton of thts
Issue).



because the former tend to be for a different (later) time period. Hence, there are

multiple factors affecting the variations in the rates across studies.

To isolate the factors causing the different estimates, it is useful to examine

estimates of more than one measure from a single study, that is, estimates based on

the same data sources, methodologies, and reference year. The Doyle and Beebout

(1988) study, for example, estimated ali three participation rate measures using the

same approach and data for the same year, 1984. Here the estimates indicate that

the individual rate was higher than the household rate, and the benefit rate was

higher than either the individual or the household rate. This pattern is again

illustrated in Ross (1988) for individuals and households.

The Ross study also estimated participation rates using two different data

sources for the number of participants but the same estimate of the number of

eligibles. This allows a comparison of rates that differ only by the approach used to

estimate the number of participants. Here the estimates indicate that the participa-

tion rate calculated using administrative data for the count of participants (66

percent) is higher than the rate calculated using household survey data for the

estimate of participants (51 percent). Thus, the general patterns observed among the

estimates across different studies hold true when examining estimates from a single

study'.

Table 2 summarizes each of the studies with respect to the quality of the

information used in estimating the participation rates. _ (Again, a more detailed

discussion of this topic forms the subject of section !!I and Appendix A of this

report.) Although Table 2 oversimplifies the measurement and methodological issues

involved in estimating rates of FSP participation, it serves to depict graphically the

4The evaluation of the studies is only in terms of the data and methodology
used in estimating a participation rate and does not reflect on the overall results of
the studies. In many cases participation rate estimates were a minor by-product
and not the primary focus of the study.

9



main drawbacks to bear in mind when citing any of the estimated rates as indicators

of FSP performance.

Table 2 demonstrates that in general, studies using administrative data for the

number of participants (that is, those in panel B) and that rely on the recently

released SIPP data (or the ISDP data) for estimating the number of eligibles (that

is, Doyle and Beebout, 1988; Ross, 1988: and Czajka, 1981) use data that provide

most of the needed information for estimating participation rates with precision.

More specifically, they use monthly administrative counts of participants, rather than

household survey data for estimating the number of participants: and they use

monthly SIPP (or ISDP) data for estimating the number of eligibles, data that

include most of the information needed to simulate the program eligibility criteria.

The participation rates estimated in these three studies range from 56 percent

(Czajka, 1981) to 66 percent (Ross, 1988) for individuals. Interestingly, these rates.

which reflect the fewest measurement problems, are among the highest of all the

rates reported in the literature.

Table 2 also shows that many of the studies attempted to estimate or adjust

for the information that is needed to measure participation rates but that is missing

from the data source (identified by a "0" in the table). For example, to account

for the recognized underreporting of food stamp recipiency, Bickel and MacDonald

(1981) adjusted the household survey data (ISDP) they used in estimating the

number of participants. Although the adjustment they made is not as precise as

using actual administrative data, the estimate was an improvement over an unadjusted

one. Similarly, some of the studies using annual data to estimate the number of

eligibles (such as MacDonald, 1975. and Beebout. 1981) approximated monthly

income (or adjusted their estimates to account for problems resulting from the use

10



of annual data) and estimated missing information on the components of the eligibil-

ity process.

D. HOW FSP PARTICIPATION RATES HAVE CHANGED OVER TIME

Unfortunately, because the literature contains no complete time series of

estimated participation rates among the eligible population, it is not possible to

assess how FSP participation rates have changed since the program started. The

studies listed in Tables 1 and 2 investigated participation during various years over

the period 1973 to 1986, but differences in the data sources and methodologies used

preclude any meaningful assessment of what percentage of the differences in their

estimates is due to any real change in the rates. 5 The sizes of the eligible and

participating populations have varied over time with changes in program rules,

economic conditions, and demographics. But those kinds of changes affect the

participation rate only if the relative difference between the number of participants

and the number of eligibles changes.

We therefore have attempted to construct a series of participation rates over

time that are based on a reasonably consistent set of data sources and methodolo-

gies. The numbers of participants shown are actual values based on administrative

data. The estimated number of eligibles, however, were produced as a by-product of

routine updates of thc microsimulation model used by FNS (MATH e) to evaluate the

cost and distributional effects of proposed program changes. Although the estimates

were not produced for use in constructing participation rates, and therefore have

many limitations, they are used in Table 3 because they represent the only source of

estimates based on a single data source over a 10-year period (1978-1988).

5One study has attempted to apply the SIPP data to a more extended period
(Trippe and Beebout, 1988), but its findings are not conclusive for the purpose of
this review because it focused exclusively on the eligible poverty population.
Furthermore, its estimates are based on aggregate percentage adjustments rather
than household-by-household eligibility simulations.
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